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This paper discusses the process of culture' 

acquisition' and reco^Bends a new, ae/Thodology for investigating .this 

pr./^cessv An examination of the. relationship between culture 

acquisition and cognitive development ^is followed by a discussion of 

th**' way prisvious research haii* dealt with this relationship. It is 

eurqUed that recent developments in linguistics and psychology^ as 

well as in anthropology motivate a reexamination bf^current 

a'ssunptions conc^efninq what constitutes a €easi^)le and p;:oductive 

approach to the study of culture acguisition, A new approach is 

advocated in which culture acquisition is a life-Ion^ process. oT 

adaptation to onejs social and physica,l aavironnient . which is 

.punctuated by/periods of relaliive congruence betwef^n ojie's current 

theory bf^ reality and the information currently availai)!^ abo^ut that 

. realitf* Some ^examples -of how this approach might be applied are 

prc:(yided;**\istnq as^dgita research by Williams aii,^ Dan?iger-on • / 

chiiiicen»s> use> of Tcinship terminology, supplement ed- by some original 

"tesearch da£a* on' children* s use . of hqriorifics (terms denoting 

yespect) . Vlnally, a ^ummary of the .critic a,l issues i-n the culture 

'Vcftu^isition prl>cess is pi;oviUed alonq^^ with stj^cif ic recommendations 

f OTv,^£ut\i'rs research on the topic. (Author/BH) \ v ''"^^I^N 

' . > 1 ■ ' ' ^ ■ 
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; . . \ \ : ;* . . / ABSTRACT 

' ^tThis paper is .concerned with the process /o^ culture acquiditi^^ 

and; eispeciAlly, with the way this- process can /be investigated. It- 
begins by examintog the relatibnsKip betyeeh culture acquisition^ and 
cognitive development, followed by a* discus;sion of the way previous , 
research has cie^it with this relationship. ^Recent developments in | ^ 

linguistics and psychology, as^ wej^l .as in anthropology, it argues^ motivate' 
a reexaminatipn of current assumptions concerning. what constitutes a 
feaslblfe and productive approach to the study of culture acqujLsition', ^nd 
a new approach is advocated. It then provides some examples of hoj/ this 
approach might be applied, using as data research by Williams- and Dariztger ; 
on children's use o'f^^l^inship terminology, suj^lemented by some original 
researm rflata on children's use of honorifics.- Finally, a summary of thd^ 
• critical issues in t^T^ culture acqi^ is provided along with 

' *■ . • ' r ■ ■■■ • ^ ■ 

specific recommendations for future\ research on the topic. ^ 
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1. Cultute Acquisition and Cognitive Developrog 

. In thi'g^aperv I ^111 examine the follbw-lng 
entailed in the process <5f culture acquisition^ ani 




what is 



?>is an appr^riate 



way to investigate this process?. Any answfer to thlsfl^Hestfon ^nust^ begin 
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with some \exp lariat iori of precisely what we i can presjiip is being "acquired" 

• in such a process j i.e,, it iriiist begin \?ith some* conceptual^ization of 
Vulture. What can be said aboti^ a term that has consistetitly aroused so 

mui^h disagreement? At least two poin^ts can claim consensus: first, 

. , ■ . . _ ' . V ' . ^ \ 

culturd^'S something that must be Hearneci ; and second, whatever el^ may 

• • , ■ ■ . ■ * • . , - . . : • 
be intended by the term, culture involves sqme ordering of id^as about the - 

wo^ld.*^ , Consequently, any account of culture acquisition must intlud^ softie 

^ ^ r- ' ' ' - ^ ■ ' 1 

. theory of learning. I In addition, , to the de^gree that culture, is conceptual- 

• •.»'.•'*' * * ' ^ ' '* . * 

* kzed as incl\iding^^ ideational phenomena; i.e. , co^i^ive systems -^f some 

v' ^ ; •>.; \ • ;\, . • ■ , - ^ ' 

sort, the] acquisition 'of J^ctfltur^ must be ^characterized as the development^ * 
ot -these cognl^iv^, systems. This suggests that a description of thi^ 
process will require,* at least ^implicitly , some theory of cognitive 

development in ligtit of which ^ c\^ltlire acquisition may be viewed a3 one ^ 

' ' 4' s . -A • • .... * 

' very important g^pect 'of an itidi^dual^s overall, cognitive growth. 

• .»■.■ . ' 

How h4ve previous researchers of the topic handled this learning 
^process? Early attempts by anthropolo^sts to. describe certain aspects- 
of- culture aGquisitibn 'knoijn as "soplallzatiop" were greatly inspired. 



(by Freudian psycholbgy. ' In the mO's and" ,30'^ for example, the "cillture- ' 

V ■ ■ ■ ' ^ ' < . . 

and-person'ality" » school beg^n. to eicplore the ef fects vario'Tis child- 
rearing practices on group .personality airid soclocultural ijjstitutipns 
^ (e.g., Kardiner, 1939; DuBois , 1944^ Imton, 1945).. Although the approacff^ . 
was initially applied only tp small-scaleKpocieties , the»exi'ger\cies of 



r. 
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'Vto.rld. Wi^r i^ere such* Chat their ^concepts of "basic" and . "modal" 
personalities came to-be applied witli i^icreasing frequency to more complex 
societies ^n the form of "natidfial char^ter" studies inv-^the- 1940's and 
50's .(e*g.|^ad and M^ra^ix, 1953 Hsu, 1953). 1^/ 

, /(a second . major impetus to this line of research was the "Yale ^ 
lear|ing the'bry,"Vdeveioped by Hull and his students, which explored the 
relationship betJeen reinforcement and brfh^vior patterns, how goals and 
tfrive^ can be. modified, how habits can ]>e formed. UsTlrig these notions, 
as' Veil as a .set of cuj^turally modified psychoanai^ytic hypothesis^ John ♦ 
Whiting's group at Harvard conducted a cross-cultural su^ey of child- " 
rearing practices and cultural variables in an. at^mfft to find reliable-^ 
correlations between -developmental experi^fence and adult behavior (Whiting 
dtid Chi^ld,* 1953) . This same group also pursued mo)rfe 'Intensive case 
studies^ based on their own. fieldwofk' (I^iting,* i963; . Chlld^and Lambert, 

a966)r > / ' . ■* ' > 

Although an impressive body^f da^a'has been amassed by these and 

• ; ■ .. .■ ^ ^ . , ^ ,v . , ^ . . ■. .■ - ■ - 

similar studies (data most •.often fn the .form of si-gnificant stat?rstical 
correlations), and although research of this riatufe continues today, -a.. ' 
growirtg dissatisfaction with the fruitfrflness, of this approach is evident. 

^ \^ ■■■ : . ■ , 

As T.\^. Williams has commented in a recent statement on the mattery 
"Despit^i^'rapidly increas.ing Wl^me of socialization researct^" cultural 
and social anthropologists appear to e^{ince little interest in use of 
conclusions derived frotn .such studies" (1978; 143). Tl)is laclTof 
enthu)?ia*Qm, Willianis bel^^eyes, is due'itiO i?eluctance -on pat:t ot. 



anthropologist s to work with ^/Mecontextualized data," a reluctance he „ 



.sees as misplaced sfknce "procedures cross-cultural research, and 



pi^'bicularly iA socialization studies, do not deconteoctualize. data any 

more seridtisly than feh^ so called - 'holiaiiG' method of cultural and 

social*-. analysis" and sinci statistical claims ^re only intended to be 

taken "as evidence for, rather than proof of, empirical validity.". , ' 

^ . , ^ ■ ^ . . - ^'^ ^ 

With this Williams hints at but effectively avoids conf-Yontin^ 

* the- relevant Issue in current methods of socialization research, vis. , 

, ^: , , • . . - -C ■ . , ' " 

how/are we to regard *the innumerable statistical , correlations available 

h<?tween various "chiL^rearing tec1iniq|es, and Sj^lt pfersonality ^d - 

ciiltural. institutions? In' an. appendix to^ his article, Williams^ provides 

a list' of '65 such cotrelations . Gbn^idef the following examples: 



Hars^h parental treatment during infancy leads to cxfltural 
beliefs that xhM spirit world Is. itarsh, and aggressive (Spiro. 
and D'An^rMe J.958; Lambert, Triandis and Wolf igsg^Whlting 
1959a), : ; / \ V 

Stress during Infancy leads to. a wide range of adult song .><^ 

styles and poiypht>nyla fsl^J ; lack of 'stress in ihfancy 

Pleads to adiilt monotonic singing (A^res 1^§68) . , ^ * ^ 

SociiBties w ith eatl y wean?.ng, , early inde-p'endence training 
anS^ earrj^^Craining^T^rTaodesty tend- to e3<plain illness as th^^ 
rpspor)^arl!b^ of the patipt '(Whiti-ng ^aml Child r953) . ' ^ 



• Presumablyi the correlations these ^tetnents express are ^ l^tfgelyv 

^ • ^' ■ * : ,^ . ^ ; 

positive so that* they, deserve in some sense, to be called "significant.* 
'But what 4oes .this rfe^ly mean? fit says, simply, that the ^iklihood^of 
^ thf^ fact bein^ there di|4 to chang^e is sm^^, a-nd Tt implies that' the 
fa*^t should follow ttdm something, else. .However, one thing it most 
cgrtainly 'does hot indicate is "that tKe"irefati6^ship between the cbmponei 
\p£' thff xorrelatiotfttis t^ecess^rily pne'iqjc'' casuality . 'Ih fact, a ^ . 

. - > N ' ■ 'A ■• - . ■ -•/) - v ^ ' * >. . • 

"significant ccJtrelafion" says" nothing whatsoever about^ the; i:elatiojiship 



between^lts cotnpoti.ents; it is merely a fact la. need of Interpretation. 
Thus, Chouse of >the wordjf"leads to" In the first two examples is 
jnlsleadlng at best. Sii&larly, in refei:^ce to the third example, np 



ture tendency of any albrt Has been demonstrated,, and I suspect thag the » 

f ...... - ^ 

words "tend to" might be more appropriately replaced with '^oft^n." 

* Williams himself offers a suggestion for future research on 
socialization, based on QbhenTl964), ^.n which "reasoned, inferences" 
(derived from "repeated readings of entire ethnographic sources") ' aire - 

tested by an examination of "new cases", in the fi^ld. These inferences 

' ■ ' \ ■ ' ' ■ ' ^ * > . ■ . ' • ■ ■ ' 

are themselves to be framed in terms of suspected correlations. He is 

■ ■ . , , ». #■ ' 

quite optimistic about the results of such a procedure:' 

. Once the fnfdrences. . .have been placed against a variety of 
- \new cases' of ^e \*idest possible pultural and social 
^ diversity, they will have been raised to the conceptual level ^ 
of the greatest clarity ^ which is the last main division of all 
scientific discourse, that is, to the level of a conclusion , or « ^ 
•V decisio.n concerning the nature of an* iniEerence , or. Ih'ferences. 

But what* nature of "conclusion" can such a procedure possibly yield?- If 

. ■• ■ . ■ ( ' • . ■ 

the inferences t)eing "tested"' in this manner are themselves second-order 



j©orrelation£j , then ^eir. 'cpnfirmat ion gives us very little in the way of 

* ' ' ' ' *^ * ^ ^ , u * u 
new jinsights of understanding. At most, it simply strengthens our hunch 

• t - ■ 
th^t, indeed, something interesting is "happening here^ What, precisely, 

this "something" is remains mysterious. . • 

" ■ a . . ■ 

, " This, then, is pne of the problems associated with the culture-and 
personality, schooi that has no doul^ contributed to 'the^^Sneral lack of 
interest in socializktion studies which Williams and others have -noted. 
Sin:fe • the^.xibjective of* the studies has most often been the compilation 
oi^ yet ^^Itionai "significant statisftical correlations," we now find- 



, ourselves » in the p'c^sition of having- gathered more "facts'^ than \J>e know 

♦ • M . ' . ^ • * \ • 

how to explain and unde'r the distinct impression that we are making iittle 
or no progress. . . .. 

But the culture-and-personality school haS suffered from yjet \ 
anolft^eT, ^or^ serious problem; since both "personality" and "culture" werd 'r 

" ■ ••V' ' '■ ■ ' • ■■ ' ' ■■ • -v 

beitig described in terms of expected behavior patterns; how could one 
.help but fina correlations ".between" personality and ^culture? In an 
effort to break out of this circularity, some researchers began to experi- 
ment with a different measure of personality through the use of "projective 
tests" such' as the Rarschach inkblot plates and the' TAT (Thematic 

Agpe^eption Test)', hoping that these* provided a more reliable and objective 

'"^ ' ' ' ■ ^ .' 

index (Gladwifl and Sarason, 1953; Wallace, 1952;;'G.. D.. Spindler, 1955; 

■ . ■ ■ ' ' ' ' \ 

L. S.'Sf)indler, 1962 ; Phillips, 1965). By, the latea960's, hoWever,' the 
validity of such testis as cross-cultural indications of personality, faced 

■f, • ^ ■ ■ ' ' ■ ; ■ , . ^^w- ■ , • . 

increasing challenge/ the possibility that* culturally '.homogeneous responses 
to these tests reflected an application of cultural categroies 'and a pa'ttern 
of perceprtion (rather than some standardized persopTality type) had to be /t 
conf ronted-r^ \ . ^ '. ^ 

'Researchers continued, to lose faith in the af f ect-o;r'-iented schema 
as it became increasingly* apparent that such an approach faJLled to - 
distinguish cultures adequately. Breakthtppghs in jother^fie^s (Chom^^*» 
^957; Miller, Galanter and Pribram, X9JpkO^\ foiJ-tunately , accompanied thife 
los? of descriptive power ajid allowed a. mot^ productive approach to the 

|)roblem. As a' result, anthropologists' be^n to give more attention to 

...... ^' ■ " ' ^ 

cognition (knowledge,^ beliefs, pl^ns of action^ and cprrespcmdingly less 

attentlbn to affect (unconscious drives, "ego-satisfaction," etc.). 




.This Interest in cognition has con^tiiiued to the pi?esent time where 

' . • ' . . • >^ " . • ^ * 

'it has provided the impetus for a number of different attempts at 

reformulating the culture .concept, all of which give* a much^ore prominent . 

position^ to- systems of know^dge ^nd beli-ef than previous formulations' 

, ' ■ ' ' *. ' .«••✓■ ' 

' (e.g., Levi-Strauss, 1966; Blumer, 1969; Wallace, 1970; Wodenough, 1971; 

' '■■ . ^ A . ' ' ■ ^' , ■ 

Kcesing, 1972; Geertz, 1973) • Of th^se various contributions to-a 

cognition-oriented cultural an'lAiTQpolo^y , 'I believe those that carefully 

distinguish the organization of cognitive systems from the organization 

of actual behavior (in a manner analogous to the*^inguistic distinction 

i >etWfefen "competence" and "perf orlhance") offer the most descriptive power. 

Culture,' according to this view, does'not tionsist of observable;^ behavior 

and e'venDs per se , but rather in the conceptual apparatus by ^jihich a 

.^iXpeople^cla'ssif i«s, orqere, and. interprets such phetiomena. Since this 

perspective has Bieen gaining wide acceptance amon^g Anthropologists, ^nd 

\ since the previouslVtnentioried studies of socialization, were guided by a 

rather different view m culture , it isXappropriacfe to examine the >^ 

implicatiisns^of this latest formulation for subsequent "researth^on culture 

acquisition. In particular, several questidn^arise as to how culture 

■ - • ■ ■ ' i. ■ . • \ 

wh4n viewed as a tognitive system .might be adqiiired. . Fox ^ample, when 

^^^^^^if ever) does a cbild's organization of* knowledge and beliefs T)^gin to 

resemble that, of the-adults in his society? Does this happen sooner 

* and/pr more often income doi^ins of Culture than in others? Do a 

society's preferences regarding child-rearing techniques advance or retard 

o the-child's acquisition of -"cultural competence," perhaps .selectively? 

' • ( 

What' is the connection between culture acquisition and culture change? 

^ • . ■ * \ ' ' . 

In -addition, since such an approach would Jje concerned with the acquisition 



of cognitive structures (as opposed to gross beTtaylpral responses) , it 
would have to ally itself more explicitly thai^ j^eyfous. research with 
some theory of Tcognltlve develophi^nt that (uni lice the Freudian and 
behavi^orlst accounts previously^ used) would be willing to confront head 
on the Issue of how knowledge and belief Is^pt^gatllzed In human mindis._ 

What do we have available In the way^c^ candidate^, for such a 
theory? In the field of linguistics, corgjj^derable attention has :been 
given to the relationship between language acquisition and cognitive 
development , but little attempt has been made to enlarge th§ scope of 
these accounts, to address, aspects of .cilltuffe other than language. This 

■y ■ o • ' * . 

has been the casfe iBven when the progess^ of language acquisition is seen 



rocesses 



as being ' highly. 4ependent on other, more general ^cognitive ^p 
•(Bever, 19^; Sloblp*, 1973). Nevertheless, linguistic, formulatioas of 



language .^acquisition af>t>ear to have stimulated a significant shift in the 
way at least somfe ar\thropologists. conceptualize the process of culture 
aequisitl6n, as^evldenced by the folloj[ing>^emarks (each of which .appeared 
as mere "aslde&V ih the context of wo^rks dealir^g with other topics) : . 

. .^^cquis-ition is a matter , not of learning as such, but , of 
- constructing gome set of theories about. the world (com^etence)^ j 

givfih^ an innate mechanism and a smaftvflnite input of data 
o^'^kli'SllahJ.e to *t. Thus, as situations change from one generation 

tiS-Vanother — that the range of observed behaviors from wfiich a 

learner extrapolates a theory differs somewhat for each learner — 
' sfdfdata i^uts to'the innate-device change, and competence 

changes as well . . i (Durrenb^rger , 1971 : 27-28) . 

...the human infant must be a theory builder of remarkable 
capacity. From a limited and imperfect sample of the possible 
events in a cultural universe, he or she must create a theory 
of the rules, programs, and logic of which this sample was an 
^ expression.' The child must contirjijually test and refine elements ' . 
in this theory. FQr whatjsocial life requires is not an 
enactment of 'canned' seqmnces one has learned and stored. 



* 

Rather, one must produce sequences one hasr never observed, 

but which are implied by one's theory. The situations of social 

-life are ev^-changing and often unique. they call f<jr other • % 

behvaiorj^l responses that are newvto one's experience but 

CulturallV 'grammatical,' (Kessing, 1976: 7^1). 

What is wanted is replacement of a behaviorist paradigm of 
learning'-as-conditioning with a Chom^kian-cognitivist one', in 
which, f?roro a fairly small input of affiect, action, and precept 
. observed, the human organism actively, even if unselfconsciously, 
' constructs a conceptual representation of the world and of 
itself, (Lehman, 1972: 376). 

r * ' . * 

These examples, brief as they are, give some indication ^of the 
truly radicarl turn that anthropological thinking on this matter has 
taken (at least among cognilfivists) . The legacy from Chomskian linguistics 
is clearly responsible for much of the current Rethinking of the culture 
acquisition process, even though the specificity of the linguistic 

account of language acquistipn makes it use as a model for culture 

' ... . * 

acquisition untenable. •\ ' ' 

^ ' . ' y 

Within th^. field of developmental psychology, there is another, ^ 

perhaps more promising candidate for a theory of cognitive development in 

terms pf which culture acquisition might profitably be described. This is 

the work of Jean Piaget and his collaborators. Since the 1950' s, Piaget'sr 

work has enjoyed renewed interest in the United States where it has been 

able to provide a viable alternative to the dominant 'trend in American 

child psychology, viz. , th^ '^stimulus-response," behavior'ist tradition. 

Significantly, of all the theories of child development, Piaget 's is 

m ■ 

the one most securely founded upon the study of the child (in contrast 
especially to Freud, Hull, and Skinner, who hardly studied children at , 
all). His methods of observing and interviewing children are remarkably 
'similar to those, practiced by anthropologists. Most-' important , Piaget ' s 



claims about the nature of huiriariL cognition are quite compatible with many 
of those ^hat ha^^ been independently advanced by anthropologists i In 
particular, as a theory of the '[sjtructiiralist-organismic" genre (Flaye^l, •* 
1^77), Pi§'get*s account of cognitive development makes claims ^bout both 
the jia-ture of cognition and the way that cognition relates to its environ- 
ment. According to his 'view, human cognition is specific fomr of 
biological, adaptation of a complex organism to a complex environment. He 
posits the existence of cognitive structures ("schemas") within the mind 
that are organized so as to form a complex, ^ynamip system. This system 
can be modified as a result of interaction'with it&. envionment 
("accommodation") but it also serves to limit the way:/an individual will 
be abifi to interpret events within his environment (/*assimil'ation") , thus 
-allowing' for systematic change due to experience without having to , . . 

\ ■ ^ . ■ • 

sacrifice all sense of cohtihuity, 

' ' ' ■ *• . ' , ' ■ ' ^ . 

In contrast to behaviorist models,, then, the developing individual 

is portrayed as* an active, internally motivated organism ^x^ho participates 

'"Jtv^his own development, rather than as an essentially passive oreature 

^ •■ ■•■ • . • • ■ • - . • ■ 

who is molded by an imposing environment. Interaction between the organism 

and his%nvironment is stress.ed, the mind building an internal representation 

* >' . ■<) • , 

of reality by interpreting, transforming, and reorganizing environmental 

stimuli. Such a depiction is congruent with many important claims qf . / . 

' * ^ *■ ■ • * . > ^ i . 

contemporary anthropologists; it complement^ both the congitiVists.' ? V' 



assertions of underlying cognitive processes and the interact ibnis t ^' ^ 

contentions regairding the social construction of reality, • 

' ■ • ' - ** .■■*'■•. 

Two additional aspects of Piaget's theory are of' special interest 

to those anthropologists who are concerned with the' process p'f -culture 



ac^ulgiflon. First , /Plagert: claims that the mentaL structure^ anc?, - 

operations > characterial:ic of children's thought are qualitatively ^ 

different from those found In adult lihlnking, ^^hat is, rather \fhati 

suggesting" that children simply, understand less about a given conoept 

^or process*, he claims that they undi&rsfand it differently . A second 

• ■ ■ * . . 

and related point Is that the' transition from children** s thinking to- 

adult thought is believed to be a gradual process characterized by a 

beries of relatively stable "crystallizations" of perspective that 

occur in particular siBquences commonly r^^ri^d to. as "stages." These 



last two claims 'Suggest that children would come to an understanding of 

their culture, in some predictable sequence of stages; they challenge the 

anthropologist working in this domain 'to reveal the content and nature 

of that cultural sequence as well, as the kind of experiences that are 

responsible^ fot the transition ftom one level of understanding to another. 

; ^^j^y^itrtegrating the insights of transformational linguists and 

developmental psychologists with the racent theoretical contributions of 

the sO:-called "cognitive anthropologists," a coherent picture of the 

process of- culture acquisition begins to emerge. Cultural knowledge is 

perceived as some. subset of one's total cognition, and therefore subjectl|> 

to the same constrains as any other type of human cognitive phenomenon. 

This means, among other things, that it is constructed by the individual; 

through interaction with the environment and constitutes an int^ernal 

^ ■ . ■ • • . 

reprdibntation of that environment-. Its development is characterized by 

th^Vecurslve modification and subsequent stabilizatyrfT of integrated 

*- ■ . • . * 

cognitive systems, each 'of which provides the individual with a slightly 
^^fferent and increasingly complex "theory" ^out the-^nature of ^he world. 



In addition, one su'spects that, the-^ovfi coijplex such theories become^, the 
more they will resist revision <an •'inertia hypothesis") • ,The ifiter^nal 
representations guide (but ^o not predetermine) an indij^^idual's behavior 
by ordering, interpreting, atid assigning meaning to his perceptions of 
2he ehvironijeht . 

In other words, I am suggesting that children use their every day 
experiences as, literally, "food for thought" the information they obtain 
by interact iirg with people and things in their environment serve as input 
to a theor;y they construct about the nat.iire of reality,; -This theory, in 
turn," serves, as a sort of "working hypothesis" for future interactions; 
it helps them anticipate what people migl^do next, for example, and 
provides them with';a framework on which they^can "hfeng" or organize* 

additional 'bits of information that come their way. Information for which 

• * ' ■ *»■..■. 

no appropriate structure is currently available will either- be forgotten 

or "underst^ood" in terpi^ of some other , itiapproprijjite structure (Piaget^s 

' •■ " - ' ■ ' ■ ' ■ 

"assimilation"). When this happens, adults ^n the community wllX perhaps 

assert that .the child "does' not -understand" or has "misbehaved." Of 

course, if one encounters an^ trbly novel experiences that one's current 

theory of the world simply cannot handle, one will have to reorganize one' 

ideas and modify or revise the str\ict\ire of one cognitive system so^^that 

the new experience can be understood (Piaget's "accomodation"). If, for 

some reason, 'this is impossible, that experience will be denied or over- 

looked. Culture acquisition, then, is seen^-as a life-long ptocess pf 

creative adaptation to one's 'isocial' and physical environment that is 

punctuated by periods of more or less "clarity of vision ~a situation 

brought about by. the relative degree of "fit" (congruence) between one's 

■' ■ > ' ' ■ • • • 

current theory of reality and the information currently available about 

■ • • ■ ^ '■•■•'»■ ' ' * • 

' " " ' ■• . ' ♦ • ■ ■ 

that reality. . u 



II. Th,e Appllcatlon'of This Approach to Cultural Data > , 

What are the methodfological consequences of conceptualizing the' 



process of culture acquisition in the manner just described? For one 

^ ■ ' . • ^ 

thing, it means that the end result of one 's research will tal^ the form 

of a description of mental states rather than a description of behavior,^ 

i.e. , a ^B^scription of "competence" rather thah "performance* " ^*^ne 

advantage of this is that the former is, of necessity ,mor^ systematically 

organized than the latter. As Durrenberger has stated: 

•A ■ . . .• , ■ V ■ ' ' ■ 

One further reason to Meal \Srlth- competence rather than 
performance is, as Chomsky argues (Cho^isky, 1957), that it 
is possible to* diescfibe competence but not beha;vior in a > 
consistent and ;^nlightening manner. This is^ not to say that 
competence is someh.ow remote from behavior, that it is alien 
to it . . Indiee^," it.is'^ jiist the power of a description of^ 
competence to capture generalizations about behavior which 
cannot otherwise be unified that motivates such ah approach. . 
Without some account x)f competence, for instance, there can 
be no account of mistakes since they, are interpreted as such 
by reference to competence, (op. cit.: 26). ' * 

1 would like to pursue Durrenberger 's last statement somewhat by . 

examining two studies, one by. Brett Williams (1972) and one by 'K* Danzig^ 

(1957), that are concerned with the process whereby an individual ' learrls 

to use the kinship terminology of his society appropriately. These two 

studies are particularly useful for my purposes since each contains a 

generous amount of first-hand data in the form of literal tr.anscr:^^)tions 

of actual conversations with children. I will discuss each in turn, * ' 

indicating^ whenever appropriate those aspects of their data that might 

be/further elucidated by reference to the possib;ie theories of this 

domain that children might construct. 

In "Children's Kin," Williams attempts to analyze a body of data - 

\ . \' . . ■ ■ ^ . - . ■ . 

she has collected in terms of the theory of kinship proposed by Lehm^ 




and Wltz. . Only the most i fundamental arguments>of this theory ^will 

necessary to the discussion of this'paper*^ These come in ; the_£cHfm of a 

• ■ ■• / ' " • J • . • ^ 

model with three JLevels; • (1) "Gi' for "genealogical claims' —this is the 

set of all possible genealogical claims (a claim being anything of the 

.. ■ ' ■ \ ' ^ > . ■ ^ 

form "x's father is-y" or "y ' mother ' s sister is, a!"), (2) "PGS" for 

* ■ ' ' ' *. ■ 

"primary genealfegical space"-rt;his is the result of a series of mathe- 
matical operatloi?s that transform simple claim strings in G into positions 
^ In a relational "space." The structure of this space (imposedNw the PGS^ 
rules) is said to delimit the patterns of thought which connect positions 
in it, (3) "K" for "kinship terms" (labelled categbries)"this is tffe 

level that varies from culture to cultur^, the level where the infinite 

\ • ^ '■ 

set ^of PGS positions are "lumped", into a .finite number of jural kin 

' ~ ■ . f^' ' ' 

categories onto wbich lexic^ "kin terms" are mapped (Gatewood, 1972) • 

t \is available to the child, then, is data solely from the 
level of K. By proATiding- examples from her interviews, Williams is ^able 

to demonstrate that children do indeed treat this inf o!rhiation from K as 

.•* ' , . ■ ' . ^' 

evidence for some kind of underlying system of rul^^'and, eventually, are 
able to conceptualize this sysprtn as being PGS» According to William^S, 
this transition frpim limited abiiity in K to mastery of PGS is the 
result of the child's gradually increasing ability to perform certain 
logic^^l manipulations or ^integrations" that kve crucial fif^r operating in 
PGS. The argument is that, since the underlying rules of Vl^nship terms' 

■ - . . ■ * . ■ \ : . ' - 

-^re. '^purely formal"~in the sense that theyi>are based on formal rather' 
than behavioral'TeStllre child ' s incrfedsing ability 




to use the terips appropriately is a direct reflection of his increasing 
ability; to maneuver in formal, system?'* -thus, when Williams explains 

' - ■ :■ ■ ■ . ■ I ■ 



'm^- .■.,■■■••■.(;■ ,,/■•. ■ 



.V. '^yi 



eKlldren's -errors In the use of comprehension of kfn tWms a^, f or -exatij"^^': 



>"thelr inability tt) compute filial links thrbugh time" (p. 2A) , she Is 
voffexing an explanation that correlates children's cuXtural competence 
witl^ their overall cognitive development. TErrdoing so, emphasis is placed 
OA thought ftroqesses, an appropriate concern for an analysis43uch as thiis. 

i lHoWfever, the analysis might proceed evi[i| f ujth^r if ^the content of th^ 
chil4ren''B ^Jhought was given similar consideration. I.e. , if . attjen-tion was 



given- not only to how the children'* were thinking bu^ to what they were 
thija^ing as well. ^ Jr^ 

Consider, fpr , example, the following exchanges with Williams' 

. • ' ■' ■ ' ■ 

infiox:mant "Cathy," age 4: k ' * ' 

B: He*.s your grandpa. J. . ' 

C: Yeah. ^ . , 

B: Is he anybody's daddy? 

C:, Yeah, he*s my grandma's daddy... . ^ ■ • • 

B: Does your Mommy have a Daddy? ^. 

C: Yes he's at clasff. ^ 

B: Your daddy's at his class... , 

-Williams consi(3^er^ these responses to be an indication either of logical 

error or of an ^mtiguity concerning what it me^ns "have" ascertain 

relative... This latter explanation, I believe, is more to the point,, but. 

■ * ' _' > 

is not taken far enough. It is "^uite possible that Cathy has formulated 

some* hypothesis as to the meaning^of the kin term "daddy" thaW^nakes it 

roughly equivalent to "maTe head of household"; this is certainly a. 

reasonable hypothesis in any case, and could easily account for much data \ 

before it would have to be rejected. Notice,, too, that such a hypothesis, 

even* thqugh "incorrect," allows logical manipqlat-ions that are as. 

' « - ■ { * 

sophisticated as any that can be applied to thS^"correct" one* (It would 

allow Cathy to see, for example, that her daddy is not everyone 's^addy, or 
that a daddy can also he an uncl-e — although not to the same^ jferson, etc.) 



i 



. '^ Another exartlple Isjzjolves Heather (age 6) and her u;se of the tfrm-/^ ; j V 
"children".:.' : .' . ' •* • 




■ A- 
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B; '^How .'did they get to be your grandpa and grandn^i?^/ • ' ^ 

H: They were little kids, then they grew up to be Mdinmies and Daddies* 

like my^ljo'ramy and J)addy ^d then- they Ve. Grandmas \and Grandpas. 
B: J)id they have any children? ... ^ . -* ' ; 

■ ■ ^ : ' 

B: When your mother's a grandma, who will be her^grahdchild^ren?, 

H:;.us. . ■ -. /.•.••/ ■ ■'. / , , • 

■ B; ^-*rm? \ .V ' . i ■ - ^ . ; . ' -.^ , . ^ , . . ■ 

H: ^ah, \ ' h ^, ' 

B: . I th^ight you were* her \hilctren. s ,\ •* -\ ^- 

H: .Uh, grandchildren will be our grandchildren. . .pur children, 

Williatns explains the change in attitude exhibited in the last line bySt^- 

■' • ■. ^ , 

ting that. Heather (^nd her sister Jenny , npt showq^here) , ' : 

when confronted with their own contradictions, begin to figure ' ^ . 
* ^ .something out. -Althougfi Heather at first claims that her 

, mother 's. grandchiidren" will be her and Jenny, she • realizes; when 
' prodded that t*hat relationship cannot change and she formulates.^ 

a new^nd correct string. * / ' ^ ^i : , 

There is another explanation, however, ^and that is that Heather 

does not use the word "children"! as a .kin term, and perhaps does not j 

■'**■'' . « ■ " 

recognize it as such until the distinction is made by Wil/Liams between 
"children" and "grandchildren" in the next to last line of the exchange. 
Prior to that. Heather coul^ just as feasily have ^en using the ^ord to - 

mean Vnon-adult who lives in the house of," wheareas Williams was using it 

■ V ■ ■ ■ ' . ■ .. / ■ ■ . ^ ^. 

as the kin term meaning "son or daughter of." This becomes e^en mare 

plausible in a later part of the same conversation: 

'.. B: Does your grandma have any other hhildren? ^ ' 

H: Just grandchildren, that's us, and ^he has six grandchildren. 

-B: How about her children? Does she haye. a son? ^ - ^. 

H: No~j us t six grandchildren. 

B: But you said that she was your aunt's mother.^ 

H: She is. Because when njy' aunt was het children wh^n she wjps marired." 
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• j:' ■ ■ ^ * ' » - , • • • • . • 

WllllamiV explanation is still ?fconceivable, of course, but tlje point fs, 

as long a^ a child's ^rors can be accpunteid for in §oine^ other ^^equally^r^ 

plausible.^ay , the pofcsitillXy reinains that l\e has simpiy ^notry^t , 

received suffi^cient input to tip tHie balance of . .evidence in favor of the 

^t':* '",*'•■'** \* V. ' . ' + , 

•correct theory over the qne. hie Isi currency .using/ If so, the chilS^s 

^mistakes ^re' not ^ue* to tog^al er^orjs as such, but xak\\ex to a simple . 
lack' of crucial inf matioh.-* ] \. ' *^ 

* Notice that' these two explanations are inotMnutually exclusive. In 
all likelihood, the child's mistakes in the use of kinship terms are due 

»' 'v 

^'^to differences in both the processes and the content* of ^is thought fpom 
those of adults in his' cDiranunity, I have^lled attfention to the latter ^ 
simply because it is the most of ten neglected and alsp,.because in .the' . 
domain of kinship, it is pfertic^arly well-^notivafed.' The {act .tTiat 
kinship a^stems are organized on Xhe, basi§ of wholly formal criteria . 
(i.e., genealo^cal information) makes them unusual. Few domains of hi^mati 



experience exhibit this property 'Csome, in f^ct^ would argue that kinship 
is unique in this regard) and trhere is no reason to suppose that this- 
property would be among .a child 'V "firs.t guesses" regarding t-he natuy^-Ji^ ^ 
/of the system's underlying rules. Thia especially would ^be the pase if, 
'^the child had been exposed to some other* domain of his culture Wd had 
* constructed a successful theory of that/domain without attributing to it* 

an empirical basis that was^ purely formal. Iki this case (an(i|| perhaps, . 

« ^ ' * , ■ * ;/ . * ■ r' 

at any rate) , we could expect him to attempt to build a theoryx o^ the • 

» tt , . ' * .' ■ 

kinship system^ty relying- primarily oh certain^ behavioral specifications 

that appeared to hitq. to be particularly salient. If imaginatively 

• ' * , ■ /• . . - . ■ 

constructed, a thfibfy based on siidh specifications could j^aslly provfe 4- 



s.» Jri^facc, a considerable, am^ 
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• adequate f67. a' lat'ge aumtrer of'^cases. • Jri^faet, a considerable, amoiint of 
; . ^da^ta^of 'varying fcindSv^ouXd fi^ve to be availa(ble to the child before he 
/ ' would' be forced to conclude' that the relevant ihf orra?Ltlon consisted v^olely- 
\ ' ' • ; of^'circunlBtanc^s ^sSrrpunding b^rth' and marriage ; * It "is perhaps even like:|-y. 
that such a cohcliisiqi^wourd be 'the last one Jie would come to, simply 

• ■ XL.'"'- . ^. '■■ : • - ■ . • • X •• • 

^ ^ because it is the least obvious. ' ^ ^ 

V . . Similar* cpnnnents^coftd i)ev^ "The Child's 

^ % ♦ / . Vunderstanding of Kinship Termsf: ""Wstudy -in the--Deyelopment of Relational 

' • ^ A; • . . 

^ Concepts/* The basic assumptioi}6 of this study are found in. the opening 
paragraph. . , ' ' ; — ' 

.< It ^s well Vnowr^ that young children do not use kinship 
; ^ tei"ms Correctly, A correct use of these terms implies that ^ 
^ ' ^ f the Child is able t>o liandle relational jjudgments. But- this 
C ability, does not? appear until intellectual development has 

progressed a c^gslcjerable way. The study of the de\feropment 
' in thei understanding of kinship therms can therefore form a . ^ 
*' useful 'approach to/ the problems associated with the transition 
from* non-relational, to relational, thinking. / 

Although Danziger is undoubtedly right to assume that the/correc£ use of 
"kinship terms reveals muc^ about J:he child's level of cognitive develop- 
menf, the interpretation of incorrect usage is^till ambiguous.; it remains 
an 'empirical issye whether * to attribute this to a ladk of capacity or a 
lack of critical input. Again., af\ example from the study will help to 
clari^ tl^^ dangei^^ ^ 

an attempt to obtain definitions of kin terms from his informants, 
. Danziger ^used the eliciting'f rame, "What is a __?" (filling in the 
blank with terms like "brother," "couslu.," etc.). This opening query was \ 

,foUpWed by others, where appropriate, that were intended to aid in 

■ ■ ' , • . \ - ' 

cfarifyi'ng the child's response (e.^ft^"HQW do you know?" or"What makes 
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you .say X Is a brother^"). Even with these addlfcional questions, however, y 
I do not thtnk Danzler is justifie^d^ in conc;ludiiig ^tjhat the answers he*, so 
bbttiioed ifonstitute Actual, f unctioning^^^|itJ^^ the children • 

th^t Is,*' the fact that )ft^ child responds l:o th&^'jquestibri.^JJWl-iat is jat J 

^ ' . / • ' " ■ ■ % ' 

brother?",' with the ans\jer, ''a boy" does not appear to sufficient cause 

to label that respon&e "c^tj^gorical, V "as Danziger does claim ..that it 

* /""^ ^ • * * ' * 

indicates a certain stage in the Child's cognitive development/ ^It is 

; • ^ ^ '. ■. 

equally possible that the ^child hais simply interpreted the word "is" in ^ 

the interviewer's question to mean "is a member of the set that includes," 

rather than "is 'the defining characteristic of," ^ _ . 

. Both Da'nziger and Williams have tried to account for children's 

use jand, in particular, their "misuse," of kin terms by making hypotheses 

about the children's reasoning prijfcesses. This, I believe, is a productive 

approach to take. In ^doing this, howeVer, consideration 'should be given 

to both process and content. Concern for the latter inevitably leads to 

• ■ / 

an interest in the process of language acquisition, since it require qne 
to arrive at some hypothesis about what a child means when he says what 
Oie .s^s. The acquisition of competence in the. use of kinship terminology 
l^^airticularly troublesome in this regard_since , in many\ocleties , such 

terms are pften use/ to express not otil^ kinship relations but also a 

I ■ ' 

host of other ^social relationships. These frequently, but not always, 

bea^a metaphoric relationship to 'the4:i^sage in the kinship domain as in, 
. for example, the Widespread use of kin terms in a -system .of honorifics. 

Her0, the meaning of a term depends on the context in which it is^used, 
.and thus, competence -in the use of kinship terminology ^f necessity 
, •Aitails* a recognition of various social contexts. .. 



♦ 1 



Heather 



. . '^ \- ' VS%^ . 

The previously mentioned example, from Williams' study involVing 
's use df the*£e#l^fcc^ifeJ:^rW** il systematic 



-ambiguity wifPn which I/'^jji^phcerned. In English, there is no specific 



« . kin term that meAns*"sctti or daughter irrespective of sex" (Lew', the 

equivalent of 'sibling' ^or first generation desoendents) ; the Miction is 
most compionly expressed by^using the word '^child'V or' "children. " However, 
these words in English are also used to refer to "non'-adults,"T regardless 
of. kin Yelationship. AsVa result, proper use_ of the 'terrq^ involves under^ 
standing 'Which meaning Is appropriate in any given circumste^nce . Asvl 
' ■ argued earlier, 1 believe Heather's "errors" in using the; term were 

' motivated by a failure to appropriately identify the. 'context? in which the 
terra was being usfed. That is, she persisted in using "children" to mean 
"non^adult" until forced by Williams to redefine the ctohte^xt. 
* The relationship of this sort of dual use of kinship terms to the 

process of language- acquisition becomes even more apj)3rent when such terms 
are used in a system of honorific titles or^terras of address. While engaged 
in exploratory fieldwork in 'northern Thailand, I had the opportunity to 
begin preliminary research on*^his topic in a small Shan village of 

Approximately/. 160 people. Here, a combination of kin terms and a few , 

■ ^' •, ' ■ . ^ 

^ *" ^ ^^',^$t her' expressions are used . as a prefix* to proper names In prder to denotie 

■•-V;-' * , ■ ^ ■ 

Status relationships among individuals, both as -terras of address and as 
terms of reference. The most;- general relationship expressed ia this manner V 
is that, of a younger person to an older one, a relationship characterized 
by "^respect and deference. Kin terms indicative of ascendent generations 
("rtother," "uncle," etc.) are used by the speaker to express th^ high 
status of the individual addressed of referred to relative to .the speaker 



him3elf, and vice versa^ Typl^^ly, though not Invariably, Uie- honor If ics 
used by any two Individuals In refetence to each other wCll clesely 
porrespond to their rfi^spectlve generations altyWay, I.e., a person will 
refer to most' adults In his parents' generation as "aunt" and "uncXe," ("^ 
most of those In his grandparents' generation as "grandmother" and "grand- 
father," and so oA. -This, not to suggest that the ,tt6norlf ics employed 
by any two Individuals are wholly predictable given their relative agds. 
The use of combinations^ of kin terms with pther expressions (e.g., pav 
long , or "respected eldei; male") provides at least the potential for. 
subtle distinctions, as does the fact that there oft*en exists more than 
one term With the "same" meanitig v(e. g. , pixxi and paw thau can both be 
glossed as "grandfather")'. In addition, two kin terma are sometimes used 
in combination (e.g. , paw lung , "father-uncle"). Thus, it is a system of 
some complexity that allows the speaker a certain degree of latitude' in 
the choice of an honorific; for any given individual there will always 
be at least two or three appropriate terms from which to choose. 

In order to make an Initial a'ssessment of the children's competence 
in this system, I elicited samples of their use of honorifjLcs for people 
whom they kijew by asking 16 children (9 boys and 7 girls) of various 
ages to identify people in a set of photographs that had been taken in 

their village. Of the 32 people who appeared In the i>hotos, 17 were -male 

■ -, . ' 

and 15 were female; most were adults, but a few were children or teenagers. 

I) ■ ■ ' . ■ . . ' 

The instructions for eachchild were the same. I told them that I was 
having trouble remembering the names of all the people in the village and 
then asked for tTieir help 'in .identifying the photographs. Fortunately, 
this proved to be a task of considerable interest to the children so., v 



thaf. volunteers were not hard to/come by\ (The photographs. In fact,- 
retained t^eir 'attractiveness long after this particular project had. 
ended.) As^t^he children identified the various individuals, the < 
honorific they used fop each one was r^cprded. 

Using this method, it was possible to identify a "core" group 
of. about 12 different 'terras mo^ frequently used by these children. 
Some of these are "redundantV (in tl^e sense that they can be as^ inter- 
changeably for the same person). Although most of these honprifics 
served to distinguish people according to generation and sex, a few are 
based on behavioral specif icat^ns such as puu , which appears to be usfed 
only in conjunction v^ith the titles of certain off ices (e.g. , puu kan , 

"headman," or "puu thien , "tambon head") , and sang , which is restricted tp 

■\ ' ' ■ * 

menrwho, at some point in their lives, have spent time as a novice in a 

■■ % ■ ' ■ * , . 

Buddhist" monastery . This core group of terms was being used in an , 

appropriate fashion 'by a^l of- the children in the sample, including some 

who were only 4 o'r 5 years "old, indicating an ability on their part to 

make most of the significant dl^Rnctions between Vtyp'es of people" at a 

remarkably young age J In fact, I tiw.ed and failed/ to find a child who 

was imable to make these distinctions, such children apparently belonging 

to that group that ^was too young to be able to talk to me. 

The possibility remained, however, that the younger children had 

not really acquired competence in a system of honorif ics but had, instead, 

simply learned the honorif ics as part of a person's name . If so, the 

■ ' ■ • ' ; 

child would be using bhe appropriate term for a giveh person not because 
he recognized that individual as being^a i^fember of a particular social 
category, but ^rfither because he considered the appropriate honorif to 
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' be part .of , the persbn's name, investigate this possibility, I. 

* ■ 

repe^kted -the 4Jhotp identification task with, half of the children in .the 

• ."^^ ... V . ' ' . * - * 

IV^ > orlgjjui4r<'sainpile<^X^ dnd 4 girls)', "aged 4 to 11, In each 'case, their* • 

V'"' ■ • • ■ . ^ • V / ^ . > ■ ■ • * . - <■ • • 

•;^.>choice 6£ honoTi*fics for ^t ^J.east one of the photographed individuals 

• . ' . ' - • ■ X . ( ^ 

^ was different from the choice the^^ had made^ previously , Indicating that 
' t-hey did indeeci distitiguish between the honorific and the nam^ itself. ' 

Thus, we must Include that these children have,, by the time they have 

^ - ' ' , ■* . ♦ ■ 

^ ^ . •* . ■ * * 

' • • learned to speak , . alteady made significant advances towa*rd cultural ^ ' ^ 

competence: they have learned to distinguish several, impcSlrtant .categories 
\ " ■ , . / ■ , - ' ■ . ■ 

of social i'dentities and have acquired a modest repetoire of - hpnorif ics 

• .* ■ ■ ■ , .■ • 

. , which they can appropriately use to express their recognition of these. 

categories. Whether they have, in addition, learned to distinguish between 
the meaning kin terms have when used^^e^ honorifics and the meaning they 
have -j^he^used 'to express genealogical relationships is still unclear. 
^ Ort more Xhan* one . occasion, a child identified an individual as "mother 
pf'<x," j^^^i^ etc. ilowevet*, since it is possible that these usages 

represent teknonypiy and no^ a capacity for genealogical reckoning, the 
extent of the children's competence in the. use of kin terms remains 

• : V • ■^ * / . ' 

• ^ What significance do these findings have by way of comparison 
with the reseai^ch discussed . earlier by Williams aind Danziger, which also 

■ ' " • • , « - ; . 

idealt with* children.' s use of kinship terminology? One observation that 

■ ^- : ' V -v . ■• - .■ ' ^ . 

cian be made 'is .that ^ while very young children (4 year olds) where shown 
■capable of using kin' terms successfully as part-o^ a sys^tem of honorifics, 

r • ' • ■ ' ■ • ' ■ ■■ . 

■" ,> . \ehildren^ somewhait . older;^ h^ad difficulties when asked to use the same (or 
equivalent) terms to e?qp"tess genealogicaBBtelationships . *This is 



problematical only if it is 'assumed that thfe task at hand "is to Uearn ^. . 
how to iflse kirf terms apprppriate^^ irfespectix^ where/they appear / * 

At this point £ however*, it should be appai^eht thaj:^ there are* 
actuallyi*two ve-ry diffei^ent domains of competence involved here, bpth 
of which happen to inform the use^-of kin terms, .The apparent discrepancy 
is dkie to the fact ^hat -mastery of an honorifics systeia , requires a 
different set o*E cognitive^^skills than does mastery of a sysftem oT genea- 
logical rec#coningj even though successful performance in, both domalagj^ ' 
involves the use of kin terms: Specifically, genealogical reckoning 

^ A ' ^ ^ \ ; . 

' ' * s \^ . .1. 3 « 

requires a capacit:;^ for relational logic. In contrast, Icfbmpetence in a 

system of honorifics appears* to be re?l^ted, at Bfeast in part,, to language 

acquisition in that, by th*e time a child is able to engage in mearningful 

conversation, he has already acqui^d a significant degree of facility 



in this domain. 

{■ 

Of course , th^se claims are based on research findings that are 

quite tentative;' the Tn^tei?.ial on honorifics was the result of research 

that was st^Actly exploratory as, I believe, v/as the m^atferial in 

, * 

Williams' article. Consequently, the data may prove to be misleading • and 
the claims they suggest may be altogether wrong. However, it is not the 

findings themsel^ves to which I wish to draw attentiort. My purpose in ths 

, * . ;-. ' 

section has simp^ been to demonstrate that interesting informatieh can . . 

0 ' : . , ^ \ ' 

be oBtaioed by an approach to cujLture^ acquisition that is oriented toward 
cognition and that seeks an interpretatio(i .of- the data that credits* the . 

•r ■ . ■ , ■ ■ ■ 

* grbwing' individual with some motivated, systematic theory • of -his . 
envoironment . r\ ' - 



, /, - ■ ■■■■■■ . ■' , ■ ■ ■„■■■'" . . • •• 

III. ♦owards a Co^nltlv^ Approaph to Cultyre Acquisition 

Throughout this paper , I have trl<id to point out those, areas of 
concerjn neglected ,by previous research which merit our attention in thfe 

•' .;■ ' . " . . .. . .. ' ■ ■ : • 

filture. Several Issues have, em^ged. First, if we are going to. use 
what we 4cnow^^about childrenj^s cultural performance (or'^'output'*) -to make 
claims about their .cognitive capacities, it is absolutely ctucial that 
we pay more" attention to lnput\ i.e.* , we must have a' much, better idfea of 



the nature and extent of Ihformatl^ljpa a child on any given^ 

subject before we can adequately assess his reasoning about that Subject. 

This, of coutse, wiri require ^long arid intense periods of naturalistic 

.. • ■ • ■ ■ ■ " ' ■ ■ . ' 

observation and "sleuthing"; the necessary information simply cannot be 

obtained in any other wVy. ; Countless hours of following chxldren aroun.d 

and recording what they do and, especially,, what attracts their attention,. 

has; convinced me. that this kind of da^a is essential to have^j if tedious 

to^ collect.. 

Second", we iliust be more^alert to the context-sensitive nature of 
children's behavior* and, accordingly, more cautloUs in our generalizations 
about the cognitive processes that presumably underlie this behavior. -As 
I have tried to demonstrate in the previ&us section, m^ny kinds of behavior 
^ (such as the use of kin terms) are appropriate in more than one context. 

Hence, adequate performahce in one context does not presume adquate 

• ■ " ♦■*.*' . . ' 

performance in Che Others, ^ince the underlying^ "rules" informing the 

* ■ . 

• behavior in each context may. be quite diffelJ^nt. "Context" here defers 
both to temporally boiAided events (such as' religious ceremony or village 
* . meeting) arid to topically bounded domains (such as agri^fcjHltur'al decisions 
or genealogical reckoning), » 
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. Thlr4, analysis of cultu ^ll y. approved behaviors and social skj.lls 
In, t^T^ms of the cognitive tasks they require and represent would be ' 
helpful. Such a br^^akdown of cultufral performance IntpHts cognitive • 
prerequisites will hopefully 'allpw us to see the'relatdibnships that hold 
among seemingly unconnected beliavtqrs ;(e. g/ v. that behavior A is dependent 
upon mastery of skills- B and C, *etc.) . ^ ^ 

Essentially, these issues reflect the proMem of descrllptive 
adequacy,; we do not yet have; sufficiently, rich descriptions of children's . 
situated use of ^tl^r cognitive capacities to allow a consistent and 

1 * ^d^BM^ > • 

productive, system o^ explanation. Any descriptive ethnography that claims 

to represent fhfe chidliren's perispectiVe should be able to provide answers 

' ' '■ . ' . ■ ■■ t 

to questions like the 'following: T>fhat^ is the range of social roles t^at 

children of various ages recognize arid whpr.e do they pl^ce .themselves 

. ■ ■'■ ' , ■ • ■ 

.among these? What kinds of , differences in' social context are r^co|nized 

! ' »■ ■ ^ .'^ . ' ■ . 

by.childreii^ arid!' does the criteria by which they dlscriininlite these 

contexts (%uch as, perhaps, '"presence .or absence of adul'ts'*) differ from 

those used by adults? What-^o the children ^consider to be appropriate 

^.b^ayior fot -these various situations? When do they begin to allow for 

dif^rences' in behavior according to perce^^^ dif ferences ; in role? - 

" Jmplitit lift- all ot these recommendations is a conviction that we 

• ' * ■ " . . »*■ '■' ■ * 

should not be cQjrtent to discerri andfecord the changing patterns of ^ 

. • ,./■■■ . • 

' behdvior thdt accom'patiy an indiyidual'' s growth and development. W^ must, i 

addition, be willing to speculate about ^ the patterns of thought. of which 

these behaviors are an expression and from which they derive th,eir meaning. 

This need not be a dangerous enterprise. As long as- we speculate in the 

• * ♦ ■ • . . ■ ^ * , 
form of testable hypotheses, i.e. , hypotheses with empirical implications, 



. ■.. . * ♦ i ■■ ' " * 

our Understanding of the process of culture acquisition will progress, . 

'S' ■' . ' • . * ■ ^ ' ', ■ • ^ ■ 

As I have argued in the pr^eding pages , ^--^(S^leVe the most productive 

'v • • • ■ . ■ .■ ■ 1 v'-r^- • r, ■ . ■ 

hypotheses Will be those that emphasiise the content and nature of 
cbildreols emerging sense of social structure from the perspective* of 
a broader theory of cognitive developmetlt* 
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